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Sentiment Changes and Recreation 
Participation
by Perry J. Brown
I f  partic ipa tion  in recreation  activities represents a choice am ong alterna­
tives, then  such  discretion  m ay have im plications fo r m easuring activity par­
ticipation . Follow ing is a discussion o f the d iscretionary  na tu re  of recreation 
and  the im portance  of such discretion  fo r use projection  w hich utilizes partici­
pation  rates. It is p roposed th a t consum er sentim ent about the econom y at the 
tim e partic ipa tion  data  are collected is im portan t in evaluating  the data  and 
activity  projections.
T he 1960 O u tdoo r R ecreation  R esources Review C om m ission projections 
indicated  th a t partic ipation  in recreation  activities w ould increase by a factor 
o f th ree fro m  1960 to  2000 (1 3 ) .  M ore recen t (1 9 6 5 ) statistics published by 
the B ureau o f O u tdoor R ecreation  indicate th a t partic ipa tion  will jum p  four 
tim es from  1960 to 2000. BO R  has indicated th a t these m ore recen t da ta  were 
collected in a  m anner com parab le  w ith the 1960 da ta  (5 ) .  T herefo re , it is 
assum ed th a t the activity  increases are due to an  increasing p ropensity  to  re­
create ra th e r than  to  gross survey errors. W ithou t entirely  d iscounting  this as­
sum ption, it is possible to  offer o th e r explanations w hich m ight illum inate the 
situation . O ne partia l exp lanation  o f the increased partic ipation  rates is based 
on  the d iscretionary  na tu re  o f recreation  activities and the associated theory 
o f adaptive consum er behavior.
Discretionary Behavior
D iscretionary  behavior is choice behavior. It is th a t behavior w hich is under­
taken in relatively unconstrained  situations. I t is characterized  by no t having 
to  be m ade at a given tim e and no t being habitual. D iscretion  perm its the in­
dividual to  try  new  activities o r to  shift to  o th er activities if he becom es satiated 
o r  bored . It also perm its postponem ent o f activity  partic ipa tion  w hen th e  per­
ceived costs o f activity  are  g reater than  the perceived benefits.
F o r  over tw enty  years T he U niversity  o f M ichigan Survey R esearch  C enter 
has been studying som e form s of d iscretionary  behav io r.1 T he C en ter’s studies 
o f psychological econom ics have provided in fo rm ation  dem onstrating  how  con­
sum er d iscretionary  purchases change w ith the consum ers’ perceived changes 
in econom ic conditions. SR C ’s m ajo r d iscretionary  behavior studies have dealt 
w ith purchases o f large durables such as autom obiles and household  goods 
(9 , 10, 11 ).
G Perry J. Brown is a lecturer, department of forest science, and a member of the 
Institute for the Study of Outdoor Recreation and Tourism, U tah State University.
1. Particularly clear reports of some of this work can be found in references 9 
and 10 by George Katona.
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O ne d iscretionary  behavior analysis tool o f the Survey R esearch C en ter is 
the Index  o f  C onsum er S entim ent ( IC S ). It sum m arizes changes in consum er 
attitudes relating  to personal financial situations, general m arke t conditions, 
and general econom ic ou tlook  (1 0 ) . These attitudes have been m easured 
quarterly  since 1952. O ne score represen ting  all three a ttitude areas is indexed 
using one q u a rte r’s score as a base (cu rren tly  w in ter 1966). M easurem ent of 
these attitude  changes has consistently  perm itted  the pred iction  o f sales vol­
ume o f  large durables six to  nine m onths la ter (10 , 1 2 ). F o r  exam ple, an in ­
crease in ICS usually  is translated  into  fu tu re  increased autom obile  sales. A 
decrease in ICS usually  signals a fu ture  decrease in autom obile  sales. P red ic­
tion o f changes in autom obile sales represents only  one exam ple o f the use of 
the ICS.
P artic ipation  in  m ost recrea tion  activities fits the criteria  established to 
describe d iscretionary  behavior. R ecreation  partic ipa tion  perm its extensive lee­
way in  rigo r o f planning. F u rtherm ore , the functions (in  a  m otivational sense) 
served by m ost recreation  activities can  be served by o ther recreational and 
non-recrea tional activities.
I t is p roposed  th a t the relationships betw een sentim ent and d iscretionary  
purchases apply  to  evaluation  o f o u tdoo r recreation  partic ipa tion . T h a t is, a 
person’s w illingness to  buy  is adaptive to changes in perceived econom ic states. 
T here  is an expansion o f partic ipa tion  in good tim es and a lessening o f  partic i­
pation  d u ring  econom ic dow n tu rn . Also suggested is th a t a partic ipa tion  shift 
to  different activities occurs w ith a perceived econom ic change.
Recreation Participation
T h ere  are several factors w hich m ay have produced the difference in 
O R R R C  and  B O R  m easurem ents. Sam pling erro rs, in terv iew er biases and  d if­
ferences, question  m odifications, and changes in recreation  supply  are relevant. 
Perceived differences in  the econom y betw een the tw o survey periods m ay also 
have significantly influenced each perio d ’s partic ipa tion  rates.
T he econom ic situation  in 1960 was no t perceived by consum ers as de­
sirable. K a to n a  (1 0 ) indicated  th a t consum er attitudes deterio ra ted  sharply  
in  the Spring o f 1960. A  recession began in late 1960.
D u rin g  1965 the health  o f the econom y was perceived differently  than  in 
1960. C onsum ers w ere better off than  ever before. U nem ploym ent d ropped 
sharp ly  and expectations and aspirations rose greatly. In  fact, in A ugust o f 
1965 the ICS reached  an all-tim e peak. C om parison  o f  the 1960 and  1965 
values show s declin ing sentim ent in  1960 and rising sentim ent in 1965. (T ab le  
1) But, th e  significance of the differences is g reater th an  show n. A dditional 
m eaning is ex trac ted  from  the 1960 and  1965 da ta  th rough  com parison w ith 
the range o f IC S values experienced since 1952. T he low est ICS value ca lcu ­
lated  previous to  w in ter 1970 was 78.5. T he highest value ever was 103.2. ICS 
values in 1960 did no t signal a drastic  decline in the econom y. B ut, it is clear 
th a t sen tim ent in 1960 was considerably  low er than  in 1965.
D a ta  re la ting  the effects o f  consum er sentim ent on recreation  partic ipation  
are  lacking. H ow ever, if recrea tion  acts like o th er d iscretionary  purchase p ro ­
ducts, p art o f  the increased partic ipa tion  rates in 1965 w ere likely due to re­
creation ist (co n su m er) perceptions o f good tim es. In  this case the difference
266 Journal o f Leisure Research
TA B L E  1
I n d e x  o f  C o n s u m e r  S e n t i m e n t  V a l u e s  f o r  eac h  Q u a r t e r  o f  
1960 a n d  1965 ( F a l l  1956 =  100).
Q uarte r 1960 1965
W inter 98 .9 101 5
Spring 92 .9 102 .2
Sum m er n.a. 103 .2
Fall 90.1 102.6
Source: Survey Research Center, The University of Michigan.
w as com pounded  because 1960 was a period o f  increasingly negative condi­
tions. I f  1960 had  been a statistically  average year, then  as g reat a discrepancy 
as occurred  w ould no t have been anticipated . But, since bo th  1960 and 1965 
departed  significantly from  the average, partic ipa tion  ra te  differences w ere in­
tensified.
M ajo r im pacts w ere likely on those activities w hich a ttrac ted  large num bers 
o f persons and  also w hich are relatively expensive. Sightseeing is probably  the 
best representative. BOR indicated  th a t to ta l partic ipa tion  in sightseeing in­
creased by  59 percen t betw een 1960 and 1965 (5 ) .  T h is increase fa r exceeded 
population  grow th. Such an increase w ould have been predicted  if  consum er 
sentim ent was a contribu ting  fac to r to  recreation  partic ipation .
Analysis o f  partic ipa tion  in  som e o th er mass partic ipa tion  activities reveals 
additional trade-off possibilities. T o tal partic ipation  in activities relatively less 
expensive than  sightseeing, like sw im m ing and  driving fo r pleasure, increased 
by 44  and  8 percen t, respectively (5 ) .  T he change in driving fo r  pleasure is 
particu larly  interesting. P a rt o f the decline in average per cap ita  driving for 
p leasure occasions m ay have been absorbed by the per cap ita  increase in sight­
seeing occasions. I f  consum er sentim ent was a fac to r in partic ipation , such a 
trade-off w as likely.
Som e o th e r data  lead  to  less speculation. D a ta  show ing the  relationship 
betw een sum m er tou rist (s ightseeing) travel to  U tah  and the ICS support the 
assum ption  th a t consum er sen tim ent influences recreation  partic ipation . A 
possible re lationsh ip  betw een these tw o variables was noted  in late 1967 (3 ) . 
P reced ing  U tah ’s bu m p er tou rist year o f 1966 the IC S rose sharp ly , and  pre­
ceding the 1967 decline in  to u ris t num bers, the Index fell dram atically .
F o r  a  large po rtion  o f th e  N a tio n ’s citizens a tou rist trip  to  th e  W est is a 
large d iscretionary  purchase and, fo r tw o reasons, U tah  tourism  is representa­
tive o f w estern tourism . F irst, the  hom e residence d is tribu tion  of U tah  tourists 
is sim ilar to the d istribu tion  fo r o th er in term oun ta in  states (6 ) .  Second, it has 
been show n th a t generally  a  tou rist visit to  U tah  is a segm ent o f  a  much 
longer vacation  experience in the W est (7 ) .
T he re la tionsh ip  betw een U tah  tou rism  and the ICS has been examined 
fo r the past few  years. T able  2 dem onstrates the co rrespondence betw een the 
IC S and an indexed value fo r U tah  tou rism .2 A nalysis w as by least squares
2. U tah travel volume was indexed using 1968 travel as the base of 100. It was 
also adjusted to eliminate the influence of population growth.
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TA B L E  2
I n d e x  o f  C o n s u m e r  S e n t i m e n t  F a l l  V a l u e s  a n d  I n d e x e d  U t a h  T r a v e l  V o l u m e s  
f o r  t h e  S u m m e r  S e a s o n s  ( A d j u s t e d  f o r  P o p u l a t i o n  G r o w t h ) ,  1965-1969
Y ear
Index o f C onsum er 
Sentim ent*
Index o f  U tah  
Travel t
1965 99 .4 98 .4
1966 102.6 103.6
1967 88.3 95 .8
1968 92 .9 100.0
1969 92.1 100.5
* Source: Survey Research Center, The University of Michigan, 
t  Source: Gross traffic volume figures were obtained from references 1, 2, 4, and 8 
and adjusted and indexed by the author.
techniques w ith  a resulting  co rrelation  coefficient ( r 2) o f  0 .72 w hen using 
1966 to  1969 d a ta .3
It is c lea r th a t the volum e o f tou rist travel changes directly  w ith changes in 
consum er sentim ent as m easured six to  nine m onths befo re actual travel. T he 
tou rist data  suggest th a t som e changes in recreation  partic ipa tion  are re la ted  to 
changes in consum er sentim ent.
Conclusion
D escribed above is one m anifestation  o f adaptive econom ic behavior in 
w hich the psychological com ponent o f w illingness to  buy  is a factor. T hough 
tim e series da ta  w hich clearly  dem onstra te  this fo rm  o f behav io r in recreation  
activities are  lacking, it has been show n th a t the fo rm  o f behavior is found 
w ith o th e r d iscretionary  activities. T herefo re , a g rea ter exam ination  o f  the ef­
fects o f the perceived state o f  the econom y on recreation  partic ipa tion  m ay be 
due. I t was no t suggested th a t Index o f C onsum er Sentim ent values be used 
d irectly  to  p red ict activity partic ipation . R ather, the in ference th a t changes in 
sentim ent influence partic ipa tion  is suggested. It m ay no t be enough to adjust 
one year partic ipation  rates by fam ily incom e, education , occupation , place 
o f residence, age-sex, leisure, and  p e r  cap ita  oppo rtun ity  to  partic ipa te  classes4 
to  achieve reliable estim ates w hen the partic ipa tion  rates m ay be a p ro d u c t 
o f sho rt run  variable econom ic conditions Such conditions, it has been p ro ­
posed, w ere a fac to r in  the change in activity  partic ipa tion  rates no ted  betw een 
the 1960 and  1965 surveys.
3. Y =  45.42 -f- .58 X The 1965 data were omitted because the 1965 travel 
volume is not wholly comparable to the other traffic volumes.
4. ORRRC adjustment factors (13).
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